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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the impact of visa category on the 
English language skills of recent immigrants to Australia, focusing on the 
extent to which immigration selection criteria have an impact on language 
skills and noting the extent to which this impact is over and above that 
attributable to age, skills, and behavioral factors. The study followed a 
cohort of recent arrivals to Australia, examining both visa category and 
variables derived. Immigrants were interviewed three times between 1993-95. 
Overall, immigrants 1 English speaking, reading, and writing skills varied 
across the visa categories, and they were considerably higher among skill- 
based immigrants shortly after immigration, followed by family-based visa 
recipients. Refugees had the lowest language proficiency. These differences 
disappeared 3.5 years after immigration for speaking skills, but they 
persisted for reading and writing skills. The variables generated from the 
model of destination language proficiency were in part predictions of visa 
category and were important statistically for explaining proficiency. The 
effects of some variables on language skills increased with duration, in 
particular, the efficacy variable, age, and gender, which may be reflecting 
differences in labor market attachment. (Contains 25 references.) (Adjunct 
ERIC Clearinghouse for ESL Literacy Education) (SM) 
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ABSTRACT 

Immigrants’ Language Skills and Visa Category* 



This paper is concerned with the determinants of English language proficiency among 
immigrants in a longitudinal survey for Australia. It focuses on both visa category and 
variables derived from an economic model of the determinants of destination language 
proficiency among immigrants. 

Skills tested and economic immigrants have the greatest proficiency shortly after immigration, 
followed by family-based visa recipients, with refugees having the lowest proficiency. These 
differences disappear by 3 Vx years after immigration for speaking skills, but they persist for 
reading and writing skills. The variables generated from the model of destination language 
proficiency are in part predictions of visa category and are more important statistically for 
explaining proficiency. The effects of some variables on language skills increase with 
duration in these longitudinal data. In particular, the efficiency variable, age, and gender, 
which may be reflecting differences in labor market attachment, increase in importance over 
time. 
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IMMIGRANTS’ LANGUAGE SKILLS AND VISA CATEGORY 
I. Introduction 

Language skills matter for immigrant adjustment. The effects of fluency in 
the destination language on earnings are around 17 percent in the United States, 12 
percent in Canada and Israel, and between 5 and 10 percent in Australia (Chiswick 
and Miller (1995)). The clear earnings advantages to the possession of destination 
language skills has sparked a large volume of research into the determinants of these 
skills (see, for example, Chiswick and Miller (1995)(1996)(1999) for Australia, 
Chiswick and Miller (1994)(2001) for Canada, Dustman (1994) for Germany, 
Chiswick (1998) for Israel, and Chiswick and Miller (1992a)(1998) for the US). 

It has been demonstrated in studies for these countries in different time periods 
that immigration at an older age is associated with lower proficiency in the destination 
language, while destination language skills are greater the longer the duration in the 
host country and among the better educated. Language skills have also been shown to 
vary with the “linguistic distance” between the immigrant’s mother tongue and the 
destination language, with the degree of favorable selectivity in migration and the 
propensity for return migration, with exposure to the destination language in the 
origin and with refugee status. The characteristics of the immigrant’s region of 
residence also impact on their destination language skills, with greater access to the 
immigrant’s mother tongue in the region in which the immigrant lives being 
associated with poorer destination language skills. Moreover, the characteristics of 
one’s family matters as proficiency has been shown to vary systematically with 
marital status and among those married with the language proficiency of one’s spouse 
and the presence of children in the family (Chiswick and Miller 1998, 2001, 2002b). 
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The findings from research into immigrants’ language skills have implications 
for public policy. The foreign bom in any country will be more proficient in the 
destination language if the immigration policy focuses on younger immigrants, those 
with higher levels of schooling, and individuals exposed to the destination language in 
the country of origin. Many of these characteristics are explicitly incorporated into 
the immigration policy of some Western countries. For example, in Australia 
selection into the skilled migration categories is based on a points system, where 
points are awarded for age, skills (mainly educational qualifications and occupation- 
specific training), English language proficiency and pre- immigration employment 
experience, among other factors. Dominant or destination language skills among 
immigrants are therefore expected to vary with visa category. 

This study examines the impact of visa category on the English language skills 
of recent immigrants to Australia. It seeks to understand the extent to which 
immigration selection criteria have an impact on language skills, and also the extent to 
which this impact is over-and-above that which is attributable to the age, skill and 
behavioral factors that have been the focus of previous research. By following a 
cohort of recent arrivals for the first few years of residence in Australia, an 
assessment can be made of whether any links between visa category and English- 
speaking skills are temporary or permanent. A temporary relationship might arise 
where visa category simply picks up the initial selection for some visas partly on the 
basis of English skills. A permanent relationship might develop where visa category 
captures influences that contribute to immigrant adjustment, including proficiency in 
English, over and above the factors that are points tested (and which can be included 
in the models estimated) within particular visa categories. As information on 
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